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# 69     Do You Have an Iceberg Problem?  
A lot of workers seem to be content doing a 
good enough job, but often there’s a self-
imposed line in the sand they won’t cross. I’m 
Jerry Roberts and let’s talk about good 
enough, next, on The Extra Point. 


In 1989, management consultant Sidney 
Yoshida wrote about the “Iceberg of 
Ignorance,” which popularized the belief that 
100 percent of frontline problems are known 
only to frontline workers. 


Extending his theory, frontline supervisors had 
a handle on 74% of the issues, middle 
managers grasped 9%, and top managers had 
— are you ready? — 4%. I can hear the 
punchlines forming already. 


The metaphor of the iceberg is used to show 
that 91% of the issues are below the water 
line and therefore unknown and unseen by 
middle managers; while 96% remain unseen 
by top managers. 


Of course, as we all learned in the story of the 
Titanic, the true danger of the iceberg was in 
those unseen parts. 


There are a number of ways I can go with this 
commentary but I’m going to settle on a 
simple one. If you’re a manager and you’re not 
listening to the frontline team, you’re setting 
yourself up for some misery.


Yeah, these people, some of whom can’t put 
their phones down for more than five minutes, 
and for the most part, seem to have no 
measureable attention span — these people 
likely know what’s wrong with your 
organizaton and maybe how to get things 
fixed.


At the very least they need to acknowledge 
that they own the relationship with your 
customers. It’s not you, the manager, who is 

serving up food, handling the banking 
transaction, selling the car, and you see where 
I’m going here. I’ll repeat, you don’t own the 
relationship. The frontliner does. 


So, will they tell you all of what they know? 
Answer these questions:


1. Are you treating them well?                         
2. Do you pay them at or above the going rate 
for their job? 

3. Could they make a case that their boss is a 
micro manager who makes life miserable?

4. When you’ve asked questions in the past 
and they’ve given you answers, have you 
really listened?

5. If they were asked if they felt management 
trusted them, what would they say?


If you want to make good decisions doesn’t it 
make sense to have the best information to 
work from?  If so, that means yours needs to 
be a “listening” organization.


By having great relationships with frontliners, 
earned by paying them right, treating them 
right, respecting and showing your trust in 
them, they’ll have a good reason to see 
themselves as full-fledged members of a 
powerful team; and they’ll have every reason to 
want to do everything possible to help the 
group succeed.


That’s how you melt the iceberg of ignorance.


That’s The Extra Point. Get out there and 
make something good happen today. For 
93.3, I’m Jerry Roberts. 
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